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False starts
All the world’s a lab … and last, The Survivor
Dear Willie,
I’m sorry that you haven’t heard from me for so long but having made it into the new millennium, I am writing just to let
you know that I have survived, more or less in one piece. For a brief moment on December 31st, I wondered whether
my neurocomputer prosthesis was Y2K compliant, or its opposite, complaint; but then, I remembered that
neuroelectronic circuits had not yet been invented, and that I didn’t have to worry about my neurons zeroing out at the
stroke of midnight. A different stroke might well accomplish this, but not that particular one.
Well, here we all are wondering what we can accomplish in the next 1000 years and pondering what we failed to do in
the last millennium or at least in the last month of it. We’ve lost any chances of having a last publication in 1999, but we’ve
gained the pleasure of adding the first one of the year 2000 to our CVs. Actually, what you are reading is my first publication
of the year 2000. I noticed recently that its predecessors are solemnly listed in Medline but with the note that no abstract is
provided. This fits nicely with my view that each of my complete pieces is but an abstract of some greater unwritten work.
It also led to my realisation that if you can write an abstract that says everything you want to say, there is no need to produce
the full version of the article; why burden the world with massive tomes that nobody will read anyway?
I have been asked by several people how one can become a survivor. Of course, you have to have the right genes and,
at the moment, this can only be accomplished by making sure you have chosen the right parents. Many of us come from
long lines of survivors and so should have few problems in becoming survivors ourselves. But this is destined not to be
the case in the future as medical science ensures that more and more shaky genes remain in circulation.
Having the right genes is a good start towards ensuring one’s physical survival, which is essential for everything. But
following a few precepts is another, and just as important. Survivors always get asked to say what habits account for their
longevity so, before you ask, here are four rules that you need to follow (note how progressive deletion from the right
ensures that only the non-redundant information is conserved):
Don’t drink cheap red wine with Indian curries.
Don’t drink cheap red wine.
Don’t drink.
Don’t.
Survival in science, and especially in biology, takes something more than having a working body. The most important
thing you can do is to stay out of phase. As fashions rise and then fall and then often rise again, it is important to be
either half a wavelength in front or half a wavelength behind them. It does not matter which you choose. Although you
might think that being ahead is much better, I should point out that it is also much harder; the fashions are almost
certain to catch up with you and you will then be smothered. By contrast, staying half a wavelength behind gives you a
more peaceful and productive life. You can deal w  ith all the problems that the stampeding herds have left unsolved. Of
course, in biology, it is often said that once the principle is grasped, the details can be left to others. I have said it myself.
But I realise now that some problems cannot be solved without the details; the principle, while true, is vacuous. 
Many issues in evolution are going to depend heavily on details, and the exciting part will be how to find them when
they are not available directly, as all the contemporary organisms are. Thus, even at the height of the genomic and
post-genomic periods of biological research, I still cling to a certain pre-genomic style of science. In fact, if you are
working in the backwaters of physiology, you will be several wavelengths behind the current fashion but, I venture to
predict, several wavelengths ahead as well. I have seen a number of references to a new science called Physiological
Genomics. I thought that a journal with that title was bound to appear in the new millennium, but some research by a
knowledgeable colleague has revealed that it already exists.
Continuous visibility leads to survival, or, to put it another way, a sustained impact factor is what you need. How to
achieve this is the main preoccupation of most scientists today. They think you do it by publishing in impactful journals,
or delivering lectures at prestigious meetings or being asked to speak at important universities. Furthermore, they think
you achieve impact by being totally serious. They are wrong. The best way to survive in science, as in other walks of life,
is to make people laugh, because laughter registers impact with the greatest efficiency. Risibility is closely related to
visibility. This is why Groucho Marx will be remembered long after Karl Marx has been forgotten.
Uncle Syd
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